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Since the late 1980s the rise of the internet and the emergence of the
networked society have led to a rapid and profound transformation
of everyday life. Underpinning this revolution is the computer — a
media technology that is capable of transforming not only itself, but
almost every other machine and media process that humans have used
throughout history.
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until today, casting a new and revealing light upon the global media
condition. Key topics include:

* the mediation of politics

* the question of objectivity
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Introduction

In medias res

To imagine that the plural noun ‘media’ — often with the prefix ‘new’
attached — refers to the internet would be an unremarkable common-
place today. This would be especially the case for those for whom a
pre-internet time is a time not remembered nor possibly even lived.
However, for those of an earlier vintage, the Baby Boomers and those
who came before, those who remember the dominance of newspapers
and television and radio,and who have had the slightly disparaging term
‘old media’ foisted onto them as the form that constituted their life-
world in that faraway pre-1990s era, the term ‘media’ still has a fairly
modern and solidly twentieth-century ring to it. Such media are still
around of course, and are sometimes thriving, notwithstanding their
incipient obsolescence.

In what seems to have been no time at all, the ‘new’ of ‘new media’
has itself become antique. Media has become singular, a term to
describe a practice that encompasses much of life. Media is the net-
work. Media is digital. Media is ubiquitous and cheap and fast. Media
is political. Media is also cultural and economic. Media is social. And
social media platforms such as Facebook and the networked devices
that give access to these platforms become the now-centred media
forms that constitute the life-worlds of billions of people across the
planet. Media is now. But like the process of social revolution, to live
mediation, to be in the middle of it and to be part of it, is often to not
realize that one is partaking in radical social upheaval and technologi-
cal transformation. Ordinarily it is difficult and impractical to stand
back and reflect upon processes that we live and breathe. To gain a
measure of critical distance when almost every nook and cranny of
life is digitally mediated is harder again. We used to get by — could
catch up with ourselves — because historiography would intervene
post-facto and rescue the processes of revolutionary change from the
thickening shadows of time and give them narrative life (and often
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theoretical and philosophical life) and a place in posterity for us to
reflect upon and learn lessons from.

Nonetheless the histories of media and of mediation — the tales of
their fundamentally technological revolutions — have never been salient
in history in general or philosophy in particular. Today they are more
obscure than ever. Technological revolutions in media, those really
transformative breakthroughs that seldom come along in the history
of our species, don’t physically disappear like, say, Johannes Gutenberg
or Alan Turing, but fan out and evolve as normalized material things to
shape economy, culture and society in ways we feel but cannot ‘see’
and make the connections. It is the ‘up close’ effects of media that blur
the message of the medium itself, to paraphrase Marshall McLuhan.

The problem seems to be that each technological breakthrough in
media secures for itself its own hegemony over the individual and over
the social world and thereby becomes, in a very real way, hidden from
view. The actual contrivance, be it the codex, the printing machine,
the telegraph, the computer, soon becomes almost a part of nature.
It becomes sedimentary material and forms another layer of the fos-
sil record of media, one that we may use still every day, but whose
provenance and significance are obscure to all but the specialist. This
process of sedimentation has been occurring since the very beginning
of media forms, since at least the development of phonetic writing in
Greece around the fifth century Bce. Walter Ong realized this and in
Ordlity and Literacy reminded us that writing itself became invisible as
technology once its use became normalized. He wrote that writing
‘tends to arrogate to itself supreme power by taking itself as normative
for human expression and thought’ (1982: 293). In becoming ‘norma-
tive’ writing (and reading) thus became ‘natural’ and therefore not
overtly technological, not a humanly constructed media form. Rather
it became that special media technology that is situated at the liminal
space between consciousness and the world; a space where writing
expresses thought and thought in its turn expresses the technology of
writing. It is with the invention of writing that our consciousness of his-
tory first emerges. And it emerged, as Vilém Flusser (2002: 63) put it:

not for the banal reason often advanced that written texts permit us to
reconstruct the past, but for the more pertinent reason that the world is
not perceived as a process, ‘historically, unless one signifies it by succes-
sive symbols, by writing.
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Every subsequent media invention has been another layer upon this
originary media form.

Today the archaeological layers of media that lie nearer the surface,
such as the industrially produced mass media forms of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries,already begin to haze and become less relevant
to the Baby Boomers who lived with it and through it up to the pre-
internet age. They are seen as archaic and extraneous and hopelessly
inefficient for those generations born into digitality. Collectively we are
losing the memory of mass media’s various uses and the understand-
ings of mass media’s social effects as digital logic and networks become
‘normative for human expression and thought’. Accepting digital media
unreflectively on its own terms, as we tend now to do, serves only
to elide media history. It also obscures the modern purpose of the
essentially capitalist technology of the mass media form out of which,
through its appropriation of the written word, the internet and the
networked society have emerged.

Going through the 1950s fossil record of media thought, we find
that Raymond Williams, for example, saw the social power of media
and technological mediation when its logics are captured by capital and
then hitched to specific purposes — in this case in high industrial society
around the turn of the twentieth century when mass media industries
were beginning to organize themselves seriously. Mass media, Williams
argued, was a form of ideology transmission. Mass media introduced from
the outside, he argued, could change society’s conception of itself in
ways that were not necessarily advantageous to the ‘mass’ of people.
He writes that:

The conception of persons as masses springs, not from an inability to
know them, but from the interpretation of them according to a formula.
Here the question of the intention of the transmission makes its decisive
return. Our formula can be that of a rational being speaking our language.
It can be that of the interested being sharing our common experience.
Or—and it is here that ‘masses’ will operate—it can be that of the mob:
gullible, fickle, herdlike, low in taste and habit. The formula, in fact, will
proceed from our intention. If our purpose is art, education, the giving of
information or opinion, our interpretation will be in terms of the rational
and interested being. If, on the other hand, our purpose is manipulation—
the persuasion of a large number of people to act, feel, think, know, in
certain ways—the convenient formula will be that of the masses.
(1958:322)
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For a generation of thinkers from the 1950s and 1960s who grew up in
the traditions of critical theory, what Williams spoke to was a reasoned
theory of capitalist media that revealed it as inherently manipulable
and irreducibly ideological.

By the 1970s the economic and technological shifts that precipitated
the age of globalization and the information technology revolution
began to obscure such insights. An element of this shift was the
political failures encapsulated in the événements of 1968 in France.
These gave rise to new thinking about politics and about media within
a growing post-structuralist framework that generated new culture-
identity and individualistic waves that rippled out across much of the
West. An effect of this was that the incipient media theory of Williams
and others became detached from a living tradition of critical thinking
around ideas of what media is and what mediation does.

The concept of ideology in particular, the very basis of political com-
munication, was buried, and its grave danced on. Media theorist John
Corner assumed responsibility for its obituary in his summary of the
travails of the concept of ideology during the 1980s and 1990s. He
concluded that media theorists should not seek to ‘repair’ it for a
new media age because the concept ‘suggested a theoretically precise
grasp of mediation processes that was simply not present’ (2001:532).
Why this apparent lack in itself should qualify the concept for obsoles-
cence instead of subjecting it to ongoing revision and auto-critique as
a theory is not revealed. What is revealed, though, is a lack of political
and also philosophical aspiration on the part of media theory then and
today. Judith Butler saw the problem coming in the 1990s and put it
down to the [...] reduction of Marxism to cultural studies’ (1998: 33),
the very discipline that Williams helped to found in the 1950s. Through
the influence of poststructuralism, our understanding of media as
forms of capitalist mediation began to wane, and media studies, com-
ing out of de-Marxified cultural studies, did not seek to bring critical
theory along with it, and, just as importantly — did not seek to draw
upon philosophical resources to forge a philosophy of media sufficient
to incorporate the full arc of media history. Older generations forgot
about it and younger ones simply weren’t exposed to it.

Another important vestige of media history that lies in deep layers of
soil is that of print media — the technology that spurred the European
Renaissance and produced the wider print culture that emerged from
it. The coming of machine-produced words coincided with (and pro-
moted) wider revolutions in science and technology. But we need to
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see (or to remember) that Gutenberg’s invention was much more
than a process to make communication cheaper, more widespread
and, potentially, more democratic. It certainly was all these and this is
important, but as Williams argues — and this idea has fossilized also —
we can’t go on thinking of ‘communication as transmission alone’, as
somehow neutral and somehow not profoundly social and reflective of
the socio-technical context, especially its political economy, at any par-
ticular time in history. As a Marxist, Williams’s work follows the logic
of dialectical materialism, especially when it comes to the development
and application of technology. In Volume | of Capital, Marx himself was
explicit about what technology is and what technology does:

Technology discloses man’s mode of dealing with Nature, the process of
production by which he sustains his life, and thereby also lays bare the
mode of formation of his social relations, and of the mental conceptions
that flow from them.

(1976:406)

In Gutenberg’s time, the ‘social relations’ that were being formed by
increased literacy and the spread of whole new spheres of scientific
and technological knowledge were, in the early fifteenth century, a
proto-capitalism. Indeed, Gutenberg’s original machine was in part a
business enterprise with the printing of indulgences providing a handy
stream of income for its inventor. Print rapidly became the media that
transformed the world and brought forth modernity. As printing indus-
trialized, the print culture that it engendered in the early modern West
developed hand in glove with what Benedict Anderson saw to be a
‘print-capitalism’ —a new media power that carried a new ideology that
‘made it possible for rapidly growing numbers of people to think about
themselves, and relate themselves to others, in profoundly new ways’
(1980: 52). The power of this media, as Anderson goes on to show,
was so strong that it was able to insert into the ancient and organic
linguistic and cultural communities of Europe a fissiparous ‘national
consciousness’ that formed part of the basis of a not unproblematic
European modernity. Not least did this form a generalized ‘mental con-
ception’ of the world that fitted easily with capitalist conceptions of
competition, of markets, of envied territories and economic rivalries.
And this thoroughly capitalist conception made normative the need
for industrialization without limit or end and for the ‘constant revo-
lutionizing’ of its technological forms, including its media forms, that
Marx and Engels saw as approaching its zenith in 1848.
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We indicated that networked media ‘are now’, suggesting that their
speed and ubiquity subsume us in a kind of constant present, block-
ing access to the subjective experience of time as being duration
that stretches from the past and on into the future. In respect of its
technological dimensions, this is not a new concept, of course. For
example, considering the idea of ‘autonomous technology’ that we will
take up in some detail in this book, Jacques Ellul, in his 1964 book The
Technological Society, observed that ‘the technique of the present has
no common measure with that of the past’ (p. xxv), meaning it is now
centred and finds its legitimacy in the present, and individuals tend to
define themselves in relation to it. Ellul wrote these words when the
digital network of globe-spanning computers was only a gleam in the
eye of someone like computer theorist Vannevar Bush (1945). The
point being that making the historical and conceptual links between
media technology revolutions has never been more fraught when con-
sciousness and cognition correspond to the digital sphere’s logic of
immediacy.

However, there is another challenge for us to face, another layer of
sediment that needs to be scraped away.We need get to the deepest
substratum of our collective media history, to the locus of the
formation of the powerful components of thinking that would make
it a good bet that our world would in time be a world of machines and
a world that would also become digital. Some may argue that, at such a
depth, the time is too remote and the logical connections between
the earliest media and today’s are too tenuous.Yet the traces of effect
from a distant age are alive and present today in, for example, digital
representation of the printed words that we read and write; in the
physical logic of keypads; in the ‘naturalness’ of the requisite hand—
eye coordination of our touchscreens; and in the applications and
platforms of networked media more generally.

The key point is that these commonplace interfaces with present-
day media forms are also interfaces with the ancient world of Greek
philosophy where we feel the still-reverberating influence. It is present
in the origins and centrality of numbers (the ‘sorcery of numbers’ as
John Gray (2015) phrases it) as a way of making reality comprehensible
and quantifiable; it is present in the origins and theorization of math-
ematics and its foundational connections with writing as its primary
mode of expression; it is present in the origins of democracy and its
dependency upon both numbers and writing for its functioning; and
it is present in the origins, through Plato, of a theory of media where
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the ways in which technology can both extend and restrict a per-
son’s understanding of the world — and in turn come to determine
their behaviour — were first raised in ancient Greece. And through
the teachings of Plato humans were able to lay down the philosophical
and practical basis upon which they could employ reason. And reason,
alongside one of its modes of practice, rationality, was animated by the
syntheses of Greek thought in all of the above ideas — and across all
the epochs of antiquity from the Classical, through to the pre-Socratic
and the Hellenistic.

The uncovering of the persistence of this ancient logic as it relates
to media, mediation and the computer in our own time constitutes
the prime purpose of this book. Despite the archaeology metaphors,
this is not an exercise in what is now being referred to as ‘media
archaeology’ (e.g. Zielinski 2006; Huhtamo & Parikka 2011), which,
building upon the work of Jacques Perriault, traces the historical
connections in media technologies between what Perriault termed
their ‘use function’ and ‘social representation’ (Huhtamo & Parikka
201 1: 3). This emergent strand of media theory is useful — and it does
what Ellul urges us to do: to establish technological linkages back
through our past.We do develop some of these connections here, but
this is not our fundamental concern. The book is partly an exercise in
media archaeology, but not in the sense that we seek only to connect
seemingly discrete technologies.What we do is to mark out the travel
of a specific set of deeply interconnected logics that began with the
Greeks and have ended up today working through the ‘campuses’ of
Google Inc., Facebook, or Apple Inc., and through the databases of
any number of security agencies around the world. These logics are
being functionalized and enacted in the daily lives of billions and are
encapsulated, mediated and expressed through the relationship with
computing. These interconnected logics we make explicit,and their arc
of travel from antiquity to postmodernity, we make clear.

Stemming from Pythagoras, who raised the importance of number
and mathematics to the level, almost, of the supernatural as the means
for uncovering the absolute reality of the world, a particular logic finds
its all-powerful expression today in computing. And as Neil Postman
phrased it, ‘the sovereignty of numbers’ dominates almost to the point
of totality (2005: 23). And the capacity for reason, which the Greeks
thought would become the means through which we could override
wild and uncontrollable passions, was imagined by the early Victorians
as a mode of thinking that could be ‘industrialized’ through automation,
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and improved through the potential of truth-telling numbers working
their logic by means of mechanical computing. Today networked digital
computing has indeed begun to automate reason through the advances
in computer-based automaticity, which has spread largely unnoticed
throughout much of the world, and with potentially catastrophic con-
sequences for our own subjectivity and the limited but human-centred
capacity for reason we still possess.

These are important, though quite well established trajectories that
we nonetheless take care to re-emphasize, illustrate and extend in
this book. However, we complement these — and underscore their
importance as media categories — through the introduction of two
theoretical innovations that the emergence of the digital has made
possible.

The first is the human relationship to time through the arc of media
technology development from ancient Greece to postmodern global-
ization. In his Physics Book IV Aristotle emphasized the inseparability
of space and time when he argued that our understanding of time
depends upon measurement and the all-revealing power of number.
As he observes: ‘time defines the change, being its number, and the
change the time’ (this may be read more simply as time being the
number or measure of movement) (1993: 220b). In this he prefig-
ures Newtonian clock time, the basis for modern industry. However,
Aristotle suggests something more than that. If it is argued, as we do,
that time and space are socially created, and experienced subjectively,
then time, chiefly in modern history through the clock, becomes under-
stood through number and as a property of the technology in that it
represents the movement of time for us. The clock kept its unvarying
rhythm throughout the period of modernity and industrial capitalism.
Indeed, its disciplining power enabled these world-changing processes
to occur or ‘unfold’ in the ways that they did. In our networked era of
computing and fast-paced globalization, the clock is being eclipsed by a
new technology of time, a ‘network time’ that ushers into our lives —
through the mediation of the internet especially — a new form of time
discipline. As we shall see, while this time discipline is not rigid and
predictable like the clock, it nonetheless serves the same purpose of
social domination and the subjugation of human subjectivity.

The second makes salient a new and historically unprecedented chal-
lenge to human ontology coming from the growing ubiquity of digital
processes, not just in the media sphere, but across all aspects of life
that the computer colonizes. Digital computing has transformed many
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things, but it also affords the opportunity to think about how it affects
us in a very particular way. Until recently it did not make much sense
to think too deeply about the idea that we are analogue creatures. It
was never a pressing philosophical or sociological issue because digital
forms and digital logic (in the shape of computing) hardly existed. Now
it does.We show that to think of ourselves as analogue gives unprec-
edented insight into our digital context and allows us to see both its
positive and negatives aspects. So how might we consider ourselves
as ‘analogue’? Freeman Dyson (2001: n.p.n.) states that ‘We don’t yet
know the answer to this question. But he takes the perspective of the
mathematician, and a humanist one at that, who seeks to find a kind of
symbiosis or equilibrium between the two states, analogue and digital,
much like computer theorist J. C. R. Licklider advocated in the early
1960s (Licklider 1960). A natural symbiosis is the assumption that
theorists such as Dyson and Licklider have asked us to work from in
the few incursions there have been into the question.VVe argue in this
book that the analogue and digital are antithetical states in the human
context, and in the age of digital ubiquity this poses serious problems.

To provide some kind of answer to a question that is hardly being
posed, we need to be both simple and radical. The ‘analogue’ term
itself today falls into disuse as the logic of the digital pushes it aside.
And so to begin our quest we must rescue it from its residual boutique
meanings in music, for example, where people of a certain age laud the
richness of the vinyl LP in contrast to the purported sterility of the
digital CD. However, to view the term as it derives from its Greek root,
analogos, meaning a person or thing corresponding to or equivalent to
nature, is to place the human in the frame in a much less binary and
more organic way.VVe are analogous to nature because we are part of
nature. Importantly, in our historical tool use, the tools we developed
reflected this. They came from nature and our immediate environment —
tools of wood or stone or, later, from metal compounds that came
from the ground. Their use reflected an equivalent relationship with
the tool and with nature and we could see the result of the technol-
ogy use in the environment we transformed around us. As we became
more complex toolmakers and users, the analogue shifted to more
complex, but still clearly analogous, forms. For instance the headlight
of a car is a technology that has its analogue in the sun in that both
illuminate, and the nuclear submarine, no matter how complex and
powerful, finds its analogue in the fishes of the sea.
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We easily recognize that the headlights of a car or the submarine
are technological forms that find equivalency in nature. Not so the
digital computer. Its workings are invisible and its origins from deep
within the abstractions of binary logic mean it has no equivalence or
correspondence in nature. Computers, as we shall see, draw us into
their domains of operation. And taken as a networked logic, computing
strives towards the goal of automaticity. However, in this foundational
objective of automation, computing logic simultaneously seeks to
eliminate, erode or deplete the human factor with every new innova-
tion and every new application. Social media for example, draw people
together virtually while they often drive them apart physically (Turkle
201 1). Computers and automation (think ‘high frequency trading’ in
Wall Street) function at speeds that we are unable to register, and
with effects that we can hardly anticipate much less exert meaningful
control over. Digital logic is thus ‘unnatural’ in the most literal sense in
that its logic moves us towards a virtual world that has no analogue in
the complex ecologies of organisms that comprise life on Earth — and
of which humans are a component part.

The concept of ‘ecology’ is useful here. It was coined by Ernst
Haeckel in the latter part of the nineteenth century and was derived
from the Greek word for ‘house’ to describe a contained and dynamic
system of organisms. This was taken to a new level of theorization in
the 1960s with James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis (2000), which argues
the Earth to be a self-regulating and interacting organic totality. In the
Lovelockian sense, an ecology has what is known as ‘no-analogue’. The
term is used to describe unique climate conditions or biological com-
munities that are without current equivalents, something that exists
nowhere else in nature. As Williams and Jackson write: ‘No-analogue
communities (communities that are compositionally unlike any found
today) occurred frequently in the past and will develop in the green-
house world of the future’ (2007: 475). Digital computing, we argue,
in its creation of a virtual world in which humans and the ecology are
implicated, but in a context of non-equivalence, is a no-analogue phe-
nomenon, one that has no precedent in nature or in human tool and
technological development. By contrast, writing, that previous world-
transforming technology that computing directly emerges from, was
predominately analogue. The early pictograms that formed the basis
of cuneiform writing, for example, came entirely from nature. In terms
of writing’s materiality, waxes, reeds, inks and so on, all were drawn
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from its users’ immediate environment, as were what pictograms and
cuneiform represented: people and nature.

By shaping Philosophy of Media through this arc of technological
development, it becomes possible to view human communication
through computing in a different way. Problems of media and their
effects in politics, culture and economy take on new and often worry-
ing dimensions. As we noted, to describe and make salient the logic
of technological mediation is the main aim of the book. But the impli-
cations that flow from this logic also put current ideas concerning
our era of postmodernity into a new frame. The book therefore also
suggests new understandings, new directions of research and fresh
appreciations of what mediation is and does in our networked soci-
ety. Importantly, it brings to the fore a framework for understanding
what a wholly new and rapidly dominant class of what we might term
a post-techne — that of the digital — means for humans who now must
urgently begin to think of themselves as analogue — analogue creatures
who, being far too clever for their own good, have sprung the trap that
they themselves laid.

The structure of the book is simple. It divides into two parts, with
each reflecting the expertise of its authors. The conventional artifice
in co-authored books, whereby a single voice is written through it,
strikes us as somewhat odd. This is particularly relevant here, when
two quite different areas are drawn upon: philosophy and media. We
therefore elected to each think and write for ourselves, but towards
a common purpose and with a joint feeling of enthusiasm for a shared
project. In Part | Thomas Sutherland excavates the deeper levels of the
archaeological endeavour. In the West the Greek philosophical herit-
age is immense. But here it is revealed to be even more far-reaching
than we perhaps knew — and more animated than we realized in our
networked postmodernity. This did not require, however, a reassess-
ment of the whole of Western philosophy. It is more a different angle of
perception in order to recognize connections that may not have been
so obvious before. And so each chapter is written in an accessible way
that makes clear the connecting philosophical-technological-media
steps that brought the pre-modern West to modes of thinking and
practice that would make modern science the kind of science it would
become. And the same logic would, projecting it forward, render
the age-old (and analogue) ‘propensity to truck, barter and exchange
one thing for another’, as Adam Smith wrote in Wealth of Nations in
776 (2003), to become expressive of a postmodern world where
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information (expressed as number and writing) is the fundamen-
tal ‘thing’ that we now value in capitalist exchange. In Part Il Robert
Hassan takes up the story from the perspective of postmodernity
proper, and interprets the world from the insight of ‘being analogue’
in an increasingly digital world. It shows that we have brought a great
deal of baggage with us from the age of modernity and from its corre-
lates in the Enlightenment’s epistemology. One troubling feature of our
postmodernity is that the burdens we carry, such as those of ‘progress’
and of political democracy, seem to travel not so well with us today,
notwithstanding the fact that we are unable either to discard them or
to replace them with something more suited to these new times. How
are we to deal with such postmodern contradictions as individuals and
as members of a now global and networked society?

Philosophy of Media is merely the opening of a conversation. But it is
a conversation that we need to have if we are to live lives that are less
fraught and uncertain. It is imperative that we understand the prov-
enance and character of our media world. The questions we pose are
necessarily introductory ones that allow us to feel our way and to
form the basis for the more difficult questions that must follow. To not
think critically about the nature of our media world and how it came
to be digital is to leave ourselves open to a growing unawareness, a
kind of digitally induced dementia, where we become progressively ill-
equipped to even formulate the kind of questions we need to get to
the core of our twenty-first century malaise.
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I The disruptive power of the
written word

One of the reasons that it is important to study media is to gauge the
effects that various technologies can have upon our everyday lives. A
critical theory of media should identify the advantages and utilities
that a particular medium offers us, while avoiding the temptation to
simply affirm said medium without proper consideration of the ways
that it might be harmful to us as individuals or to society as a whole.
The possibility of exercising agency within an increasingly dense media
environment is reliant upon our capacity to evade the anaesthetic prop-
erties of media that would render us docile and subservient in the face
of their determinative power. Simultaneously though, it is important
to recognize that anxieties over the role of new media in education
and knowledge are not at all new — we can find them at least as far
back as ancient Greece, the birthplace of the Western philosophical
tradition. Although various forms of writing (from the pictographs of
the Sumerian cuneiform through to early alphabets) have existed for
many millennia, it was in Greece around the fifth century Bce that an
especially pivotal medium — phonetic writing — really came into its own,
beginning to demonstrate a decisive social and cultural impact, and it
is at this historical juncture that we will begin our exploration into the
intertwined discourses of philosophy and media.

What the early philosophers were dealing with at this time was not
a plethora of media forms like we have today; rather, communication
was still monopolized by the spoken word. Consequently, the popular-
ization of literacy (i.e. reading and writing) was profound and dramatic
in its effects, and the legacy of this transformation can still be seen in
the philosophical tradition today. To speak of this tradition, obviously,
is to speak of a genealogy that is profoundly Eurocentric — exclud-
ing the various non-Western lineages of thought that have developed
over the past few millennia, and often occluding its inherent limita-
tions and blindspots that would bring into question its pretensions to
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universality — and we therefore acknowledge that our discussion of
the intersections between media and philosophy evince a decidedly
confined viewpoint, one that cannot be straightforwardly extrapolated
out to a global scale. At the same time, though, we believe that the
dissymmetrical processes of globalization that we witness today, and
their connection to the logic of digital computation and high-speed
networking, are tied to this philosophical tradition in a manner that
demands analysis. Before we arrive at this point, however, we must
reflect upon the origins of this very tradition, on which the trajectory
of Western thought and culture are inextricably grounded.

The ‘pre-Socratic’ school of philosophy

Thales (c. 624-546 BcE) is generally regarded as the first Greek phil-
osopher and thus represents the formative point of the Western
philosophical tradition as a whole. It is with Thales that philosophy, as
we typically think of it, begins. Although Greek philosophy tends to be
associated with the city-state of Athens — an intellectual and cultural
hub of the ancient world —Thales was actually born and lived primar-
ily in Miletus, a Greek city on the coast of Asia Minor (modern day
Turkey). According to legend, he was the first to bring geometry from
Egypt to the Greeks and is often regarded, albeit on the basis of purely
circumstantial (and quite likely spurious) evidence, as the first true
mathematician. While historical accounts are rather sketchy, it seems
that Thales viewed water as the originary material out of which all
things come to be. The difficulty for studying Thales’ thought, how-
ever —and the reason that we have little ability to state with any great
certainty what his ideas actually were — is that he never wrote any
of it down. Living at a time when knowledge was transmitted almost
entirely through the spoken word, he presumably felt little need to
store and disseminate his philosophy in such a fashion. It isn’t that the
medium of writing didn’t exist during his lifetime, but merely that it
had little significance for education and enquiry in the way that it does
today. Greek students learnt through the memorization and recitation
of orally transmitted poems, rather than consulting written texts — the
problem for us being that, as Harold Innis, one of the first scholars to
directly engage with the relationship between media and the history
of philosophy, notes, ‘we have no history of conversation or of the oral
tradition except as they are revealed darkly through the written or
the printed word’ (2008: 9), resulting in a certain distortion and bias
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towards these latter forms of communication within historical research.
Writing, overwhelmingly, is the medium through which history itself is
accessed — it constitutes the dominant medium of history.

We may presume, however, that such circumstances were rapidly
changing, for Anaximander (one of Thales’ students) did actually write
his thoughts down,and while we quite possibly have only one authentic
quote preserved from this work, it nonetheless marks a crucial step
both in the development of philosophy as we typically understand it
and in its historical preservation. Anaximander’s use of prose ‘reflected
a revolutionary break, an appeal to rational authority, and the influ-
ence of the logic of writing’ (Innis 2007: 67). Anaximander rejects the
organic metaphor of water deployed by Thales, and instead proposes
the abstract concept of the apeiron — an eternal and boundless entity —
as the originary substance of the cosmos, identifying a principle of
existence unattainable through sensible intuition (and thus reachable
only through the pure exercise of the intellect). Anaximenes (who was
in turn a disciple of Anaximander), however, reverts back to the more
accessible materialism of Thales, asserting that air is the primary sub-
stance out of which the world was composed. These three thinkers
compose what is commonly referred to as the ‘Milesian school’, which
is in turn part of the ‘lonian school’, including other philosophers such
as Heraclitus, Archelaus and Diogenes of Apollonia. What binds all of
these philosophers is a shared interest in what we now know as ‘meta-
physics’ (a term that only emerged in mediaeval scholarship) — they
seek to explain what the world is made of and the basic laws of the
universe. Many of them also dabble in cosmology — the study of how
this universe came to be. Most notably for the time when they were
working, the lonian school sought to avoid supernatural explanations
for the phenomena that they observed. Rather than explaining envi-
ronmental effects away as the workings of the gods (as their peers
did), they look to explanations that came from around them, contained
within the nature of matter itself — air, water, fire and so on.

By contrast, Plato, who lived about a century after the lonian school
first flourished, has little interest in these forces of nature. This is not
to say that he is not concerned with metaphysical argumentation, but
that his focus is both a lot broader and a lot more oriented towards
the concerns of human beings — a likely result of his teacher Socrates’
(c. 469-399 BcE) influence. Socrates was not the first philosopher;
within the Mediterranean basin alone, he was preceded by a number
of important, if oft-forgotten thinkers (some of whom we have just
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mentioned), not to mention the numerous figures within Babylonian,
Persian, Indian and Chinese philosophy. Nevertheless, Socrates is argu-
ably the key building block in the formation of Western philosophy as
a distinct field of enquiry and is virtually unmatched in his influence
upon subsequent thought.When we speak of ‘Western philosophy’ as
a singular discipline, we are inevitably speaking of a tradition that is
grounded in the influence of this one remarkable figure.

Socrates lived in Athens, at a time when the once-great city was
finding its empire crumbling under repeated attacks by the southern
city-state of Sparta. Although he had once served in the Athenian army,
in his later life he forsook conventional employment for a modest life
of philosophical discussion and teaching. Unwilling to mindlessly fol-
low the social or political conventions of the time in which he lived,
Socrates eventually found himself on trial for two charges (impiety and
corrupting the youth) and was eventually put to death. The problem
with discussing Socrates, though, is that, like Thales, he left no written
works of his own.Writing was still in its relative infancy at the time
when he lived — the Greeks had developed the first true alphabet
(before then, alphabets had included consonants but not vowels, mak-
ing it far more difficult to fully record the sound of words) less than
300 years prior to his birth — and he was sceptical of its usefulness in
the teaching of philosophy. He preferred instead to utilize the method
of dialectics — he would debate other individuals, gradually eliminating
contradictory hypotheses until something close to an unambiguous
definition was found.

As a result, like all historical figures, when we speak of Socrates
we do not so much speak of a person as we do a representation
within others’ writings, in particular two of his followers, Xenophon
and Plato.What distinguishes Socrates from most other famous figures
throughout history, however, is that Plato did not simply record the
sayings and philosophies of Socrates, but rather utilized Socrates as
a character within his own dialogues in order to propound his own,
complex philosophical theories — hence Pierre Hadot’s (1995: 148)
argument that:

Socrates pulled off his enterprise of dissimulation so well that he suc-
ceeded in definitively masking himself from history. He wrote nothing,
engaging only in dialogue. All the testimonies we possess about him hide
him from us more than they reveal him, precisely because Socrates has
always been used as a mask by those who have spoken about him.
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Socrates is, in himself, a simulacrum: a literary cha